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Cable TVpirates get amnesty for turning in illegal boxes
By RAY KELLY

. About 40 confessed cable TV pi­
:rates have turned in illegal con­
:verter boxes or reported unautho­
;rized wiring of their homes during
;the first two days of an amnesty
:program offered by Continental
;Cablevision.

: •A lot of people keep saying
:'Are you sure I won't be back­
'billed or penalized?' and that's
what we want to stress to people
- there are no pena lties: John

Lamirande, Continental's security
manager, said yesterday.

Continental serves 140,000 sub­
scribers in Springfield, Westfield,
Agawam, Holyoke, Northampton
and 29 surrounding towns in West­
ern MassaChusetts and northern
Connecticut.

Most of Monday and Tuesday's
admitted pirates were from the
Enfield system, which also serves
the town of Holland, Lamirande
said.

"So far, the Enfield system has
been overwhelmed by people turn­
ing in IxJxes... between 30 and 40
boxes on the first two days," he
said.

One Connecticut woman, who
was nabbed last month in a sting
operation, turned in a second ille­
gal converter box this week, la-
mirande said. .

Many of the returned boxes had
been issued by Continental but
tampered with to receive premi-

urn channels without charge, he
said.

Six Hampden County viewers,
including four people from the
Springfield-Longmeadow system,
admitted they tapped into a neigh­
bor's line or illegally wired a sec­
ond oullet in their horne, he said,

There were two similar reports
in from the Westfield office,
which also serves Agawam, West
Springfield, Holyoke and South
Hadley, Lamirande said.

No Hampshire County ca ble TV

pirates have yet stepped forward
Contmental will continue its

amnesty program until April 16

After that, Lamirande said the
company will resume prosecution
of cable TV pirates.

Under federal law, those con·
victed of cable TV signal theft
can face fines of up to S10,000 or
imprisonment

The National Cable TV Associa·
tion estimated cable companies
lost S4.5 billion in potential reve-

nue last year because ol Signal
theft

In the past, when Continent a I
has caught cable TV pirates, It
has given them an opportunity to
become legitimate subscnbers.
buy additIOnal services, inform on
other pirates or make a cash SN·
t1ement of up to S5.000

Under the amnesty program
there are "no questions asked
and pirates are not reqUired to b<'.
come subscribers or buv add,t,on·
al services. Lamirande 5.11d
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Cable TV pirates
offered amnesty

Cable television pirates are being
offered a special amnesty through
April 16 if they are willing to admit
their wrong-doing and turn in any
tampered equipment.

"Our objective is to provide a one­
time opportunity for anyone with il­
legal or tampered equipment to turn
in that equipment without penalty,"
said Geoff Little, vice president and
district manager for Continental Ca­
blevision.

Locally, the company serves Ber-
• nardston, Northfield, Conway, Deer­

field, Sunderland and Whately.
The "no questions asked" amnes­

ty program is offered only to pirates
in areas serviced by Continental Ca­
blevision, which locally has 140,000
customers in 33 western Massachu­
setts and northern Connecticut com­
munities.

Continental's security manager,
John Lamirande, said that the am­
nesty offer is in response to calls
from owners of illegal eqUipment
who read recent articles in various
publications about how pirate con­
verter boxes can be traced electron­
ically.

The program also will cover other
aspects of cable theft, such as illegal
hookups or extra outlets.

"The program will not help those
who have already been caught, but it
may help others avoid legal ex­
penses and the associated embar­
rassment," Lamirande said.
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Theft is immoral, illegal and expensive. It's
just plain wrong, and most people who steal
know it is. Cable thieves who want a clear con­
science are being offered that opportunity start­
ing Monday.

Continental Cablevision is offering amnesty to
cable TV pirates who turn in illegal convertor
boxes or report unauthorized outlets through
April 16. Cablevision decided to allow pirates to
come clean after receiving several anonymous
calls from pirates wishing to do so, but who
feared punishment.

Under federal law, a cable piracy conviction
carries a jail sentence or fines up to $10,000.
After the amnesty period ends, Continental plans
to resume its aggressive pursuit and prosecution
of pirates. A recent sting operation in the region
napped 140 suspects.

We urge all those in illegal possession of
eQ4ipment or hookups to do the right thing be­
fore it's too late.
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I Enfield cable TV company 1;

offers amnesty for pirates I

By AnnMarie Cardaropoli
Journal Inquirer Staff Writer

EN FIELD Con tinen tal
Cablevision is offering those who are
',rating cable services an opportunity

[0 turn in illegal converter boxes
without the fear of restitution or pros­
ecution, company officials said Thurs­
day.

Cable pirates will have the chance to
exchange their equipment in a "no
questions asked" amnesty program be­
tween March 1 and April 16, according
to Geoff Little, vice president and dis­
trictmanager for Continental.

"Our objective is to provide a one­
time opportunity for anyone with ilIegaJ
or tampered equipment to turn in that
equipment without penalty," Little said.

John Lamirande, security manager
for the cable company, said the amnesty
program is in response to calls from
owners of illegal equipment who read
recent newspaper articles concerning
how pirate boxes could be identified by
illegal means.

"That's what sparked the campaign,"

he said.
The subject garnered publicity after

an announcement earlier this month by
Continental that it captured 140 view­
ers using illegal boxes during a recent
pay-per-view boxing match by luring
them into an elaborately laid trap.

The television bandits were watching
November's Evander Holyfield vs Rid­
dock Bowe boxing match when..Jring
a commercial break, they were olfered
a free T-shirt commemorating the fight.

What they didn't know was that view­
ers with authorized boxes saw an entire­
ly different commercial. Letters subse­
quently went out to those who ordered
the shirts saying they had fIVe days to
teU the company where they got the
boxes from or to send a check for
$2,000.

However, the amnesty program will
allow pirates to turn in the boxes
without fear of paying restitution to the
company, Lamirande said Thursday.

Many residents called the company
after the articles to see how they could
tum in the boxes, he said.

"The callers want to come clean, but

they also want some assurance that they
will not be fined when they turn in their
equipment," Lamirande added.

The program will also cover other
aspects of cable theft including those
who have illegal hookups or extra
outlets, he said.

"The program will not help those
who have already been caught, but it
may help others avoid legal expenses
and the associated embarrassment,"
Lamirande added.

Those with illegal boxes can drop
them off, and will not be charged for
any damage to the tampered boxes or
for services they may have obtained
with the illegal devices, he, said.

Continental plans to alert cable view­
ers to its amnesty offer through a
multimedia advertising campaign which
will begin in March.

Continental is the nation's third larg­
est cable operator, serving 2.9 million
customers in 700 communities across
the country. Continental serves more
than 140,000 customers in 33 western
Massachusetts and northern Connecti­
cut communities.

Ex-employee gets probation in cable TV theft
By AnnMarie Cardaropoli
Journal Inquirer Staff Writer

ENFIELD - A former employee of
Continental Cablevision who stole
cable boxes and services from the com­
pany was placed on probation for one
year and ordered to pay $2,000 in
restitution. in Superior Court Thursday.

William Mathes, 26, of 12 Guild'St.,
pleaded guilty to a charge of fourth­
degree larceny, a Qass A misdemeanor

.' punishable by a one-year prison term
and a fine of up to .$1,000.

The' court imposed a one-year
suspended sentence and ordered him to
pay the $2,000 within 30 days, or before
April 1,a court clerk said.

Mothes, at the time of his arrest in
August 1992, was charged with second­
degree larceny, sixth-degree larceny by
possession, and third-degree criminal
mischief. .

His arrest followed an extensive in­
vestigation by local authorities and pri­
vate investigators hired by Continental.

Although Mothes was paying for
basic service on the two boxes in his
home, authorities say he was receiving
"every channel under the sun." Also
confiscated during a search of Mothes'
home was a diagram showing how to rig
the boxes to obtain extra channels, and

four extra remote control units, police
have said. '

Mothes had paid for two boxes in his
home, however, one of the boxes did
not belong to him, authorities said.

A co-defendant in the case,
Christopher Orr, 25, of New IGng St.,
was granted a special form of probation
in Superior Court last month on a
charge of third-degree larceny.

Judge Allen Smith granted the ac­
celerated rehabilitation application sub­
mitted by Orr and placed him on
probation for two years. Orr was also

ordered to pay $4,000 in restitution.
If 'Orr . successfully completes the

probationary term, all record of his
arrest will be erased.

Orr and Mothes were employed as
field service technicians who were re­
sponsible for installations and repairs.

ContinentaJ officials opposed Orr's
application during a hearing in Octo­
ber, saying they wanted some$S,ooo in
restitution as well as the names and
addresses of the recipients of the 14
cable boxes Orr stole from the com­
pany.
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CONNECTICUT

Cable TV amnesty offer
brings in 80 violators
By EDMUND MANDER
and MATT BUCKLER
Journal Inquirer Staff Writers

ENFIELD - A certain local
thief has been receiving a disturb-

I

ing message on his television set
lately.

"We know you're stealing
cable," the message reads, and it
advises him to turn himself in
before April 16, or face pros­
ecution.

This particular viewer says he
does not know what to do, but
many others illegally hooked up to
cable in northern Connecticut
already have made up their minds.

More cable bandits in the En­
field system - which inCludes En­
field, East Windsor, Suffield,
Somers, Windsor Locks, and other
northern Connectcut towns
have come forward than anywhere
else in the service area since Con­
tinental Cablevision announced the
March 1 opening of an amnesty for
cable thieves, according to John
Lamirande, the company's security
manager.

Eighty illegal converter boxes,
which allowed households in the
Enfield area to receive television
signals without paying, have been
turned in, he said Friday.

Does that mean Connecticut
residents are more predisposed
toward cable piracy than their
counterparts in Massachusetts,
who also are served by Continental
Cablevision?

Not at all, said Lamirande, who
opined that area residents might
simply be more sensitive to the
risks of cable theft following last
month's sting, in which 140 Enfield
system viewers were tricked into
exposing their use of illegal equip­
ment.

The company transmitted an
offer for a free T-shirt that was
picked up only by unauthorized
control boxes during November's
pay-television broadcast of the
Evander Holyfield vs. Riddock
Bowe boxing match. People with
regular boxes saw a bona fide
advertisement.

After responding to the offer ­
and obtaining their T-shirts - the
viewers received a bill for $2,000 in
the mail. Pay up, or provide infor­
mation on who supplied them their
illegal equipment, the company or­
dered.

But people confessing between
now and April 16 will neither have
to pay nor snitch, Lamirande said.
However, that has raised a dilem­
ma for at least one viewer.

"If they know I'm stealing, I'll
tum myself in, but if they're simply
trying to con me, I'm not going to
call in," said the local cable thief
referred to above, who requested
his name not be used.

"Now's the time to turn himself
in," advised Lamirande, adding
that the company does have the
technology to detect the use of
illegal equipment.

Control boxes not only receive
signals but also transmit them back
to the cable company, betraying
each unit's unique electronic
"fingerprint," according to Brian
Fenton, editor of Popular Elec­
tronics magazine in New York.
That enables the company to dis­
tinguish between legitimate and
pirate equipment, and even tells it
who is watching what channel, Fen­
ton said.

Some pirates considering turning
over a new leaf have been getting
their lawyers to call the cable com­
pany first, just to make sure this is
not a nasty trap that will land them
in criminal or civil court, said
Lamirande, estimating that about 5
percent of those hooked up to
Continental are stealing. But he
stressed that action will not be
taken against those 'fessing up by
April 16.

The amnesty not only extends to
people using illegal boxes but also
to anyone who has illegally hooked
up to a neighbor's line or has
connected more than one tele­
vision to his cable without inform­
ing the company.

People are supposed to pay an
additional fee if they have more
than one set attached to their
cable, Lamirande explained.

But after the deadline, all bets
are off. People caught stealing
cable will be given the choice to
pay up and/or provide information
on who supplied the decoder, or
face prosecution, which can result
in fines of up to $10,000 and im­
prisonment.
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i By RAY KELLY
f'-

Continental Cablevision an-
~ nounced yesterday it will offer
-, amnesty to cable TV pirates who
r turn in illegal converter boxes or
! report unauthorized outlets be­
l. tween March 1 and April 16.
\; "We won't prosecute or seek
: damages. There will be no 'bac~

Ibilling' either," said Joh~ Lami­
, rande, Continental's secunty man­
ager. "We just want them to stop

r stealing from us."
I Continental serves 140,000 sub­
\ scribers in Springfield, Northamp­
I ton, Westfield, Agawam, Holyoke,
( South Hadley and 28 surrounding
) communities in Western Massa­
! chusetts and northern Connecti­
/. cut.
r' The National Cable TV Assoc~a­
I tion estimated cable compames

l
' lost $4.5 billion in revenue in 1992
. because of signal theft.
f Continental plans to trumpet its
: amnesty offer during a multime­
) dia blitz in March, Lamirande

said.
After the amnesty period ex­

pires April 16, Continental will re­
sume aggressive prosecution of
cable TV pirates, Lamirande said.

He noted that an Agawam man
; pleaded guilty yesterday to a felo­

ny count of telecommunications
. fraud after Continental discovered

he had twice climbed a utility
pole last year and illegally wired
his home.

Sentencing or a fine is pending,
Lamirande said.

Under federal law. a convicted

cable TV pirate can be ordered to
serve time in jail or pay a fine up
to $10,000.

The amnesty program was of­
fered after callers, identifying
themselves as pirates, said they
wanted "to come clean, but. ..
also wanted some assurance that
they will not be fined when they
turn in their equipment," Lami­
rande said.

Most were worried by newspa­
per articles about a recent ?ting
operation launched by Contmen­
tal, he said.

During a Nov. 13 pay-per-view
boxing match, Continental w~s
able to broadcast a free souvemr
T-shirt offer that was visible only
to those using unauthorized con­
verter boxes. After the offer was
aired, 140 suspected cable TV pi­
rates sent in for the T-shirts and
incriminated themselves.

Most cable TV pirates have ille­
gally obtained service by tapping
into another subscriber's wire,
purchasing an unauthorized con­
verter box that was rigged to re­
ceive premium channels or tam­
pering with a Continental-supplied
converter, Lamirande said.

When Continental has nabbed
pirates, it has given them an op­
portunity to become legitimat.e
subscribers, inform on other Pl­
rates or make a cash settlement
of up to $5,000.

Pirates seeking amnesty by
April 16 will not be reqUired to
become legitimate Continental
subscribers or buy additional
services. Lamirande said.
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CATV piracy vvar getting dO\Nn, dirty
Sophisticated traps, electronic 'bullets' nail unsuspecting thieves

\n Amtrak train at the Hayden Station Road crossing on Sunday. An East Hartford man died after
lis car collided with a train at the crossing on Saturday.

Train rams car in Windsor, driver killed

BV EDMUND MANDER
Journal InqUirer StaH Wriler

NeIther side in the electronic war between
cable television companies and the pirates
sellmg illegal hook-ups is willing 10 discuss
tactics. but it is a ballic or wits. espionage,
Jnd even "bullets",

Continental Cablevision gleefully an­
nounced this week lhe "capture" of 140
viewen using illegaJ cable boxes during I

recent pay-per-vlew boxing match, after lur­
Ing them lOla an elaborately laid !tap,

The television bandits were watching No­
,ember's Evander Holyfield vs. Riddock
Bowe boxing match when. during a com·
mercial break, Ihey were offered a free T­
shirt commemorating the fight. Little did
they know Ihal viewers wilh authorized
hoxes saw 3n entirely different commercial.

;Y DAN TAPPER
:urnal InqUIrer Staff Writer

WINDSOR - Police are invesligaling Ihe
oath of an East Hartford man whose car
,lIided with an Amtrak train al Ihe Hayden
:ation Road crossing Saturday morning.
Police said Thomas E. Pacekanis, 33. of 2

ottage St., East Hartford. was killed aboul
10 a.m. Saturday when the car he was
C/ving collided w(th a southbound Amlrak
lssenger train at the intersection in the
lrtheasl corner of town.
Police say Pacekonis' car was carried
)wn the I;ack by the train before finally
lming to a halt. He was k.illcd on impact,.
llice said. His body was taken to the state
cdical examiner's office in Farmington.

Now lhe cable thieves are discovering thaI
the T pshirts. which duly arrived. were any­
thing but free. Letters have sane oul asking
them 10 respond wllh in five days, either wllh
a check for $2,000 or an offer 10 tell
Conlinenlal Cablevision from whom they
oblained their decoders.

How was il done? "We don't go into delail
on lhal," said John Lamirande, Conlinental
Cable's security manager. After all, Ihe
enemy is still watching,

Neither would a handful of vendors
advertising de-scramblers in the back of
eleclronlcs magazines talk when asked by a
reporter last week about lactlcs in the cable
wars.

"The cable companies are closemoulhed
to say lhe leasl," said Brian Fenlon. edilor of
Popular Electronics magazine, while those
peddling the illegal gear are becoming in­
creasingly fearful of lawsuits from legilimate

No injuries to train passengers or the
engineer were reported, Police Capt. Peter
McDermott said. although he said lhe engi­
neer was going through trauma,

There have been several train and auto­
mobile collisions in town in pasl years that
have resulted in fatalities or serious injuries.
This is the first fatal crash in more than
three years.

McDermott said the safety gates and cau·
tion hghts at the train crossmg were working
fine, but it is possible for drivers 10 get
around the gates when they're down without
plowing through them. The gates come
down on the either side of tracks and leave
onc lane's worth of space in between. he
said.

"They're not barriers," McDermott said.

cable box manufacturers.
But here is how the: sting worked.
Cable television compames transmit

scrambled signals over the wire which are
then de-scrambled inlO sound and pictures
by the control boxes they provide customers.

Sendinll: out. sting
TI,e problem is thaI unauthorized boxes

also can unscramble the programs, All Ihe
thief needs is to pay for basic cable service,
afler which, with the right equipment. he can
descramble premium channels without pay­
ing a cent morC.

However, cable companies have a lot
more control over the boxes lhan Ihey are
willing 10 admit. and can detect the use of an
illegal box without leavlOg their sludio.

Each legal cable box has its own unique
identity contained on microchips inside,
while manufacturers of illegal units usually

Jeff Kiely I Journ.1 Inquiritr

"Even when the gales arc down. the car can
go around them."

McDermott said police stili don't know
why Pacekonis' car went through the train
crossing.

In addition to the gates, an oncoming train
also prompts bells and flashing lights to warn
the driver, McDermott said. TIle town re­
ceived a federal gran I ahout 10 years ago to
fully equip all of its lrain crossings.

The Amtrak line runs the entire length of
town from north to south. and McDermott
said every cros.sing area is equipped with
lights, bells, and gales.

McDermott s::l.Id the town ~ClS penodic
reports of g.atcs and c;:JutlOn sig,nals nul
functioning pro rer1\'. bUI Amlrak is always
notified and the problems arc fixed quickly.

give their products a uniform electronIc
"fingerprint." Dut unique or not, all these
boxes send signals b~ck [0 the company
betraying their type, Fenton said.

"They know if your box is entitled bec.;]u~e

there's a two-way communic31ion going on,"
he explained. The same technology al~o

likely allows the compames to monrtor who
is watching what, although they are reluctant
to admit Ihal 100, Fenton added.

Not only can cable television companies
now identify individual boxes. they can send
electronic commands that. for instance. wdl
make units of a given type switch channels.
That, after all, is how they can provide
individual cuslomers wilh specific pay-pcr·
view channels from the studio.

So when Continental Cablevision gOI wind
of a certain type of illegal decoder in usc rn
its area, it sent out a signal that secrelly put
authorized units on one channel, and the
pirate devices on another. Consequently
certain people got 10 see a commerCial for a
T-shirl.

Shooting oft electronic 'bullets'
Cable television compames also ha\'e used

the so-called eleclronic "bullet" to ,hoot
down program thieves, sending oul an im­
pulse that tuned certain illegal boxes [Q a
blank channel.

One such shol fired by American
Cablevision of Queens, N.Y., netted hun­
dreds of pirates, all of whom called up the
company to complain their television screens
had gone blank, Fenton said. "People were
stupid enough to complain."

But the arms race continues, and some
box bandits are installing filters that allow
their units to receive signals. but that pre­
vent information going back to the company.

"We build a better mouse trap, and ever,.
time we do it they come with a beucr
mouse/' Lamirande complained.

Meanwhile companies are developin£.
more basic tactics.

"We're currently in lhe process of offerin~

a reward program," said Tad Diesel, com­
munity affairs manager of Tel Cahle\'lsion
in Farmington. More th::lIl 120 people have
called in tips in the two weeks since tlie
company began offering $500 for Il1for·
mation 'c~ding to conviclion of C:lhk
thieves. he saiLJ.

Continental also invites people to turn trl

pirates. promising them confidcntialil\
"There's no better technoJocs Ihan lhl"

honest neighbor." Lamirande said.
Meanwhile the penalties for canlc IIIL'fl

have goucn stiffer since kIst year's rc·rq:,lJ·
btion of the cable industry. rCpofts Ll':JISL'

Rickard. spokeswoman .H the Slale OCr,If(·
ment of Public Utility Control. The crime 1<;

now a felony, for which offenders can be
fined up to $50,000 and imprisoned for two
years.

Cost hits honest subscribers
However. it is honest suscrihcrs who ul­

timately pay for cable theft. industry officials
claim. Lamirande said $3 hillion worth of
cable services are stolen nationally each
year, while up to S8 million is lost in hi~

company's western Massachusetts <:Inu
northern Connecticut service area ;.tlonc.

"We're talking about millions of dolbrs.
just for our system," complained Diesel.
adding Ihat the state is losing S350,OOO 10

taxes from his service area throul!h theft.
But cable television companies protest loO

much. Fenton and others say.
"The amounts of money at stake are really

not as high as the cable companies are
claiming. What they assume IS that anyonc
stealing cable would he willing to pay for 11 ..

l1tere will always be people willlllg nO! to
ray for it, he predicted. whatever Icchnok)~\"

the industry uses. or howevcr high llit:

penalties go.
Fenton calls it an arnls "marathon" r;lr:;l';­

than a raCe and. as Ihe supcrpo\\cr:-. ,)1......

covereo uuring the Cold W;If. ··there h thl

W;tV you can scramble ~omcthing to m~lt.;,' It

completely secure." ~
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One expensive T-shirt

OUR
TOWNS

Continental Cablevision
bas executed a sting wor­
thy of Eliot Ness and his
speakeasy-busting Un­
touchables. The cable

Enfield company used an offer of
&. Neighbors a free T-shirt to nab doz-

"- .. ens of viewers in north
central Connecticut who apparently used illegal
decoders to watch a heavyweight championship
boxing match for free on a pay-per-view channel.

Using technological wizardry, the company's
broadcast offered the T-shirt only to viewers who
obtained the pay-per-view signal through unautho­
rized decoders. Viewers who paid the proper
$34.95 price to watch the Evander Holyfield-Rid­
dick Bowe match in November never saw the pro­
motion for the T-shirts, which commemorated the
fight.

Some 140 viewers ordered the shirts. That's
evidence of how widespread cable theft has be-

come. Those customers were probaLiy a fraction
of the audience tuned illegally to the match, and
that audience was probably a fraction of the view­
ers with equipment that unscrambles pay-per­
view signals without paying for the viewing.

Continental Cablevision, which serves Enfield
and other area towns, also deserves admiration for
the clever way it is penalizing the suspected air-
wave thieves. '

The company plans to slap customers with
$2,000 bills that Continental Cablevision describes
as proposed settlements to avoid prosecution.
Viewers who refuse to pay will be taken to court. If
found guilty of using unauthorized decoders, they
could face fines of up to $10,000. If suspects say
that they saw the fight at a friend's house, they will
be asked to identify the friend.

The cable industry says theft costs it $3 billion
a year. Continental Cablevision has employed in­
genious and, it seems, legal means to trick cable
outlaws into stepping forward.
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Cable TV pirates tripped up by toll- free line
By RAY KELLY

SPRINGFIELD - Ex-wives,
ex-husbands, former friends and
neighbors were among the more
than 500 people who telephoned
tips into a toll-free cable TV pira-
cy hotline last year. _.

The hotline recently completed
its first full year of service. It
was credited for three-quarters of
the 700 probes into signal theft in
Western Massachusetts and north­
ern Connecticut in 1992, John La­
mirande, Continental Cablevision
security manager, said yesterday.

"We've gotten some very good

leads from it," Lamirande said.
Former spouses, lovers, friends

and neighbors were among those
who clued Continental to the sus­
pected thieves, he said.

The toll-free number is 1-800­
432·4390.

Continental, which serves
Springfield, Northampton, West­
field, Holyoke, Agawam. South
Hadley and surrounding towns,
has tracked down cable TV theft
to both inner-city neighborhoods
and the suburbs, Lamirande said.

Two suspected cable TV pirates
face charges in court this month.

The first involves a Springfield
man who attempted to sell a tam­
pered converter box, Lamirande
said.

The box had been rewired to re­
ceive premium channels, he said.

Tampered Continental convert-
.ers appear to be a larger problem
in Springfield than black-market
units or tapping into cable lines,
Lamirande said.

The second suspected pirate is
an Agawam man, who reportedly
climbed a utility pole, tapped into
a cable TV line, and illegally
wired his home to receive pro-

gramming. Lamirande said. f

Both suspected pirates had been.
warned by Continental in the past;
he said.

Under state law, they coul~
face a maximum fine of $15,000
and up to four years in jail. ;

Usually, Continental seeks out~

of-court settlements of $1,200
from residential pirates. Lami'
rande said.

The cable TV industry esti:
mates it loses $3 billion nationally
in potential revenue from signa!
theft. .(



Cable TV
sets its
hooks for
pirates

By STEPHEN OHLEMACHER
Courant Staff Writer

Cable TV pirates beware. The
-technicians inside that cable TV van
, :parked at the corner may be doing
'more than looking fpr the address of
'a customer. '

, They may be monitoring cable ~ig·
. nals in the area that can tell them if

people have tapped into their neigh­
bors' line or connected' additional
televisions without telling the cable

"company.
_ . They could also be using an elec­

tronic device to see if a cable'cus­
tomer who has only basic serVice is
using an illegal descrambler to
watch premium and, pay-per-view
channels for free. '"'. -

"It Isn't quite like Big Brother,
yet," said Tom Steel, vice pres~dent

, and general counsel of the New Eng­
land Cable Television \ASSOCiation.
"But we can tell when you tamper
with our equipment."

Cable companies across the nation
are employing increasingly sophisti­

~-)::ated methods to catch people who
:,ihijack their signals, including offer­

ing rewards to people who tum in
their neighbors.

With little police help, they ~re

fjghting a problem that results in
,'what cable industry officials sa1 is
',$3 billion in lost revenue each year.
. ' To collect some of that, c;lble
, companies say they are increasingly
taking cable pirates to court, seeking
civil damages under a federal law.

, megal viewers in north central
Connecticut were the target of a
cable sting in November when C«?liti­
nental Cablevision's system in En­
field broadcast a T-shirt offer during
a pay-per-view heavyweight boxing
match.

Using high-tech wizardry, the ca-

Please see Cable, Page A7



"It's the cable company's respon·
sibillty to make sure that people are
paying for their services," said Ron·
aid Parver, chief of the cable TV
branch of the Federal Communica·
tions Commission, which regula tes
the cable industry. "Tbey bave to do
the police work."

It is against federal law to sell
devices used to steal cable services
and it is against federal law to use
them. But in Connecticut and 17 oth­
er states, it ls not Illegal to own
them.

"We've been pushing the legisla­
ture in Conn~ticut for several years
to outlaw the things," Arsenault
said. "It's Just like going Into Macy's
and shoplifting. It's stealing."
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~CableTV industry using sophisticated arsenal to fight piracy
§c;PlinUed from Page 1 "It's a neat way to start an Investi- jump a certain way, we know we ble was out, they found the tampered pay-per-view ones - while onlYbPar' ':We've tot a nU~~f leal~s;;i~t
• ,. gatlon, but they need more evi· have a winner. There ls no device boxes and the company flied federal Ing $20 or so a month for aslC '::C re wor 109 on, nau v·
::tle ~ompany was ablc to broadcast dence:' said Ralph G. Elliot, a Hart- that will give you a readout that says lawsuits. service. We get a I?t ~f, people who ha e
:11(0: advertisement only on televi- ford lawyer who specializes In First where all the descramblers are. But Of the 317 people .sued, all but Officials at three of the companies cabl~ and ~~IO~ It 5

t
rsot f~lr that ~he

~'$19ns equipped with Illegal de- Amendment Issues. "T/ley can't we can ch~k individual lines." three have settled wIth the cable selling the descramblers refused to ~uX own e s ree no paymg or
"'5Cramblers. thal enabled viewers to prove their case Just !>e(:ause some- T~hnicians in the field alsQ look company for damages. ranging from comment, and officials at five others It.
~'atch the fight for free. body responded to an ad." for obvious signs of theft, Hooper $500 to $2,250, saId Daniel J. did not return telephone calls. De- Selling descramblers and convert.
: The company us~d a computer John Lamirande, the cable com- said. U several customers in an area Lefk~witz, a Long Island attorney spite disclaimers in some of the ad- ers can result in federal fines of as
: progra":l to send a SIgnal that would pany's security manager, said Contl- all complain that some of their sta· for TIme Warner Cable of New York vertisements telling customers that mucb as $25,000, and stealing
, not be picked up by customers using nentalls gathering more evidence. tions are fuzzy, It usually means that City, which runs ,the Queens system. they must comply with state and service can result In fines as high as
: legitimate cable. company C9ulp- He would not elaborat~on bow the the slgnalls weak because of a leak .Theother threec:ases are awaiting federal laws, the ads clearly pro- a $10,000.
, ment - those .vlewers saw either cable company Is gathenng the evj· In the cable system. tnal, Lefkowll;/: saId. mote using the devices to obtain free But cable companIes must catch
, other commerCials or the announc- dence, but industry officials said It ls Leaks can often be caused by "Some of these people bad three cable service. the thieves themselves and file civil
: ers ~Ikmg between rounds. of the possible to tell If people are using faulty eqUipment, which must be re- boxes in their house," Lelkowi~ " . . lawsuits against tbe~ in federal
~)l:bl By ,stUdying the eqUIpment Illegal descrambler boxes without paired because they can interfere said. "We thought that was greedy. c:,your cable company ahenatlOg court.
~sed by pirates, the company was ever entering their bomes. with aviation and emergency com- But most people don't steal cable you? asks .one advertisement that
~Qkto develop a Signal that would Using a device called a time do- munications, Hooper said. But some- because they are greedy, industry ~eatures a pIcture of a M~~tian bold·
~Jllcked up only by that eqwpment. main reflectometer, technIcians can times the leaks are caused by sloppy officials said. They steal It because 109 a TV remote cont~,ol. Say NO to
~~rhe T-shirt offer, broadcast Nov. send a signal througb the cable and bomemade connections. it's there, in their bouse, and they unearthly rental fees.
::n,dunng the .Evander Holyfield- into a home. After the signal reacbes In Queens, N.Y., the cable compa· don't really feel like they are steal- But some cable companies in
:w.Jjdlck &lwe flgbt, drew responses a television, It bounces back to the ny used sophisticated computer sort- Ing anything. . tbeir fI bt to catch the pirates have
u(ro!11 1(0 people. Last week, the ca· device, creating a printout that tells ware to nab pirates In wbat one "Tbey're alr~dy used to gettmg been a~e to pia on another human
~e:company sent them lett~rs de- technicians wbat ls on the other end. official called an "electronic coun- the broadcast slgna~ for free, ~ c~'feeling' the feeting that It isn't fair
~OdlOg $2,000 eac~. If .the VIewers They can tell bow many televl- termeasure.".- ble is just an extension of that, saId for so~e Ie to et free service
;don't payor prOVIde lnformaUon sions are connected to the line, American Cablevision of Queens Steel of the New England Cable wbile oth~6ave tog a
, about where they watched tbe fight, wbether the cable ls run througb a sent a computerized signal througb- Television Association. "People's p y. .

I'the company will file lawsuits videocassette r~order, whether the out Its system in April 1991 that perception is, wbo are they burting? West Hartford-based TCI Cablevl-
against them in federal court, said cable box has been altered to broad- disabled cable boxes that bad been " sion staried a program In late Jan-iGeoffrey Little, Continental's vice cast more stations than authorized, tampered with. The signal, which did Tbe back pages of some electron- uary o~fering residents $500 for In-

: pres',dent, and manager of the CO!?- and wbether the viewer is using an not barm legitimate customers' ca- ics magazines are filled with adver· fo~tion about people who sell
I pany s i\ estern New England dlS- illegal descrarnbler or converter. ble boxes, attached ItseU to comput- tisements for cable converters and eqUipment, or book up others for free
: tnct. . "It makes a printout simllar to a er cbips in Illegal boxes that enabled descramblers that playon those feel- cable servIce.

But legal experts saId the cable lie detector test," said Jodi Hooper, viewers to see unauthorized chan- ings. For $100 to $300, customers More than 120 people bave aI-
: company needs more evidence to assistant director of the National nels. can buy descramblers that enable ready called Tel to report cable
~ mak.e a case than the viewers' re- Cable Television Association's office When technicians responded to themtowatcbeverycbannel~ffered theft; said ~b Arsen;ault, the com-
~nses to a free T·shlrt offer. of cable signal tbeft. "When the lines customers' complaints that their ca- by a cable company -Includmg the pany 5 security coordmator.- --.....



!,

GREGO Rye Eft 10 with bureau reports

ATechnical
Knockout

STINGS

ABay Spray Fray

B ig Brother isn't watching,
but Continental Cablevi­

sion is. During last November's
pay-per-view Holyfield-Bowe
heavyweight title bout, the
Springfield, Mass" cable TV op­
erator aired a free T shirt ad
using a new technology: the ad
appeared only on sets using il­
legal signal decoders. More
than 140 saps phoned in for the
shirts. Continental has sent
them letters offering to settle
the matter for $2,000, and has
already received several
checks, Since federal law al­
lows fines of $10,000, says Con­
tinental VP Geoffrey Little,
" we consider the settlement fee
generous." Anyone who
disagrees, he says, will find
himself involved in another
fight-in court. •

ENVIRONMENT

In ever-p.c. San Francisco, a
whiffofperfume has taken on

the odor of political gunpow­
der. At issue: Mayor Frank Jor­
dan's recent memo telling at­
tendees at city meetings not to
wear scent for the sake of those
with "environmental illness or
chemical sensitivity," The
mayor's office says it is only
complying with the Americans
with Disabilities Act. While
some city officials are treating
the memo as a joke, the fra­
grance industry isn't. Worried
by a similar move afoot in near­
by Marin County, perfumers
are dispatching lobbyists to the
Bay Area to fight back. Says
industry
spokeswom­
an Irene
Malbin:
"The rights
of the ma­
jority [are)
being tram­
pled for
those
of the
minority."

Livingston: The "Wall of
Fame" at Dan Bailey's shop
features trophy fish only, but
his waders and flies lure celeb
anglers like Peter Fonda.

e
7 ~

C3
o/"p

Bozeman: The Leaf and Bean
Coffee House, owned by sisters
Jessie and Glenn Close, brings
Malibu to Montana with cap­
puccino and poetry readings.

Pray: At the Chico Hot
Springs Lodge, swim in non­
smelly, naturally heated
pools, then dine on Dennis
Quaid's Steak Au Buck.

EXCURSIONS

Montana: Celebs on the Range

The Big Sky has always been full of stars-lately, more
and more of the Hollywood variety, E\'eryone from

Brooke Shields to Whoopi Goldberg gets to play rancher (if
only a few like Mel Gibson-raising cattle-and Ted
Turner and Jane Fonda-buffalo-take It seriously),
Where else can a Meg Ryan or a Charlie Sheen sip Bud­
weiser one night, and Evening in Missoula, a local herbal
tea, the next? Lunch on trout at the Gallatin Gateway Inn,
then dine on Marlboro Man-size steaks at Sir Scott's Oasis?
A PERI guide to the region's celebrity hangout..<;:

Big Timber: Despite the bul­
let holes in the Road Kill Cafe's
Quonset walls, locals usually
shoot outside. Neighbor Mi­
chael Keaton may drop by.

Uvingston: sax &. Fryer .
bookstore is the cultural nex­
us In this literary town. Is that
Jeff Bridges picking up the
Sunday New York Times?

Whitefish: Up by Aathead
Lake, you may see John Uth­
gow or Jim Nabors admiring
the Great Northern Bar's de­
funct business sign collection.

Kiddie Correct

TOWNS

Viva Li'l Vegas

Are toymakers studying
Clinton policy papers?

Many of this year's new play­
things reflect concerns for the

environmen t,

gender barri­
ers and racial
understand­
ing, says toy
consultant
Marianne
Szymanski. If
the Gore girls
were young­
er, they'd
play with a

CUl and Pals Strike Up the
Band Kit ($19), which shows
kids how to turn trash into mu­
sical instruments. Chelsea
would have a Career Pal ($20):
girl dolls working in a male­
dominated field, like Erin the
Engineer or Ginette the Gener­
al. Multicultural toys? Holly­
wood Hounds ($10 to $16) are
cartoonish dog dolls of all
races, such as a black urban
pup named Cuz, dressed in hip­
hop fashion. Is a gay-tolerant
G.!. Joe next? •

TOYS

.:..

The joys of small-town life:
good neighbors, tidy schools,

the ole soda fountain and, of
course, the cathouses and
gambling halls. That's how it is
in Elko, Nev., anyway-rated
No, 1 in the new Prentice Hall
guide to "The Best 100 Small
Towns in America." Author
Norman Crampton touts Elko's
vigorous economy, low crime
rate and desert setting but
scarcely mentions its five legal
brothels and six casinos.
Locals-who Mayor Jim
Polkinghorne says are
" walking on air" over the
rating-shrug off the dens of
vice. "It's no different from
having movie theaters," says
town Councilwoman Carol
Davis. Crampton adds that
casinos and brothels are part of
the ambience. "I guess it goes
with the Nevada scene," he
says. "To me, Elko looks like a
classic Wild Western town," •

8 NEWSWEEK: FEBRUARY 15, 1993
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SPRINGFIELD, Mass. - Using a T-shirt promotion. Continental Ca­
blevision nabbed over 140 people illegally watching last November's

Evander Holyfield-Riddick Bowe pay-per-view fight. Viewers of the
fight who responded to a free T-shirt offer seen only through illegal de­
coders could have to pay settlements ranging up to $1,200 for residential
theft and $5,000 for commercial theft, Continental said.



Bond at $10,000 in cable box theft

By Journal Inquirer Staff
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Teen charged
in van burglary

operated by the Community Re­
newal Team on Moodv Road and
warned him that failure to do so
would jeopardize his release on
that bond.

Malin and two other youths,
identified by authorities as Rodney
Lynch, of 83 Town Farm Rd., and
Steve Damato, now of St.
Petersberg, Fla., broke into the
vans on more than one occasion
from July to September 1991 after
learning the locations of the vans
from a former employee of the
company, according to an affidavit
supporting Malin's arrest.

Police said a girlfriend of one of
the teen-agers told them that the
trio told her they were going to
break into a van on Sept. 26, 1991,
at 20 High Meadow Lane. They
came back about five hours later
with six cable boxes and remote
control units, paint brushes and a
metal tool box, according to the
court documents.

Malin told police that he acted
as a lookout in that break. The
girlfriend also told police that the
youths said they were getting inside
information from Chris Orr, who at
that time was an employee of the
company.

Orr, 25, of 32 New King St., was
arrested by warrant last week on a
charge of third-degree larceny by
possession.

Also arrested in the case last
week was William Mathes, 26, of
12 Guild St., a former cable
employee who was charged with
second-degree larceny, sixth­
degree larceny by possession, and
third-degree criminal mischief.

Mothes was released on a $3,000
bond while Orr was released on a
$1,000 bond. Both are scheduled to
appear in Superior Court on
August 18, police said.

Police said Orr, turned in about
14 cable boxes, worth over $1,300,
that he was charged with stealing
over a two-year period from 1989
to 1991.

Police said Mothes was arrested
for stealing cable services for at
least two months.

Jason R. Malin, 19, of 29
Sandpiper Rd., was presented
before Judge Terence A. Sullivan
on two counts each of third-degree
burglary, conspiracy to commit
third-degree burglary, sixth-degree
larceny, conspiracy to commit
sixth-degree larceny, third-degree
criminal mischief, and conspiracy
to commit third-degree criminal
mischief, police said.

Sullivan ordered Malin to abide
by all conditions of the AIC

ENFIELD - A local teen-ager who
police say broke into a van belonging to
Continental Cablevision last September and
stole $1.400 worth of items, was arrested
Tuesday.

Jason R. Malin, 19, of 29 Sandpiper Road,
was charged with third-degree burglary, con­
spiracy to commit third-degree burglary,
sixth-degree larceny, conspiracy to commit
sixth-degree larceny, third-degree criminal
mischief, and co"nspiracy to commit third­
degree criminal mischief, police said.

Malin, and at least two other companions,
broke into the van as it was parked at 20
Highmeadow Lane on September 26, 1991,
police said.

Taken in the break-in were a IS-inch color
television and a signal meter, police said.

Malin was being held on a $2,500 bond
pending an appearance today in Superior
Court.

By AnnMarie Cardaropoli
Journal Inquirer Staff Writer

ENFIELD - Supervision by an
Alternative Incarceration Center
and bonds totaling $10,000 were
ordered in Superior Court
Wednesday for a local youth who
police say was involved in the theft
of several cable boxes last summer
from vans belonging to Continental
Cablevision.
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A,Superior Court·.'U j~~~, a

specialfo~ of pro~aU~.r.l)1~day,to
a 19-year.pld: ll1an,a~rof,·,te41-,
lng.cable ~ boxes:·,froQi~DtlneDtal
Cablevision of Connecticul.h'! -.

Jason Malin,' of 29 Sandpiper
Road, was granted accelerat~.re~a­

'bilitation by 'Judge MichaeIR~Shel­
don in Enfield Superior Court. '

Under the program, ,Malin's
record will be erased in one year if
he completes 75 hourS of community
service and pays $1,840 in restitution
to Continental.

Police accused Malin last year of
breaking into Continental service
trucks on two occasions and stealing
cable boxes and a television set. He
was charged with two counts of
third-degree burglary, two counts of
'third-degree criminal. 'mischief,
sixth-degree larceny and third-de­
gree larceny.

Police described Malin as an ac­
quaintance ,of two former Continen­
tal employees who were charged
with theft of cable boxes and service.



Cable TV firllls crack down
on illegal decoders, sellers

1III"~_~i

DISARMING THE PIRATES - Geoff tittle. left, vice president and district manager of Contlnent~
Cablevision, and district engineer Brian Blais show yesterday In their Springlield office some of the lllei­
gal signal decoders now In use and, In the foreground, a unit that will transmit electronic signals t~ di~

rupt such boxes. :

By BIlAD Si\IITII

In a re~lonal crackdown on ca·
ole thefl. one 01 Greater Spring·
field's two pay·television firms
saic yesterday it will fire ·elec·
tronic bullets' to disarm pirate
devices used to stea I premium
channels

'We're taking it upon ourselves
to deal with Iheft aggressively:
said Geoff Little. vice president
and district manager of Continen­
tal Cablevision with 140.000 cus­
tomers an Western Massachusetts
and northern Connecticut.

Robert Gabourv of Greater Me­
dia Cable said 'rus company is
prosecuting two Ludlow men for
allegedly selling more than 300 il·
legal decoders in what Gaboury
described as the area's largest ca·
ble theft case to date.

Zip-coded cuslomer lists are
expected 10 emerge from the case
that could lead to prosecution of
those wbo bought the boxes for
SI80 each. Gaboury said.

Greater Media, which serves
40,000 customers in Chicopee.
Ludlow. Wilbraham. East Long·
meadow, Hampden. Easthampton
and Southampton. has regularly
fired the scrcalled bullets. Ga­
boury said.

Cable officials said it was
impossible to guess how many iI·

legal boxes may be in use in this
area

In a demonstration at Continen­
tal's downtown Springfield studio,
cable executives showed bow tbey
can send electronic signals to de·
feat illegal decoders. They also
sbowed an arrav of confiscated
boxes. .

Engin!!Cr Brian Blais said the
"bullets" do not affect paying cus­
tomers but degrade tbe reception
of televisions hooked to pirating
deviCes that unscramble premium
channels sucb as Home Box Office
and Showtime. megal boxes and
kits are Widely advertised in con­
surner electronics magazines. but
many buyers are unaware posses­
sion is a felonv in Massachusetts,
Little said, .

Up to four years in jail and a
$3.000 fine can be imposed. while
tbose caugbt selling the deVices
for profit can be fined S~O.OOO per
incident under federal law.

A new toll·free botline. adver­
tised by both cable finns. brougbt
in more than 200 leads about ca·
ble theft since November. accord­
ing to Little.

'Some people are tired of lis­
tening to their friends bragging:
wttle said.

Cable theft costs the industry $3
billion per year nationwide. exec·

utives said. It adds to expenses
that are passed on to consumers
as price increases. tbey said.

The industry is fighting a per·
ception among many tbat cable
theft is not a crime. Little said.

"Too often. people think It's
cute or fun: he said. citing crimes
that range from adding an illegal
cable ouUet in the bedroom to
tapping cable lines from tbe
street to buying black market
boxes.

John Fouhy. a Continental
attorney. said the firm wants to
educate the public first. then pros­
ecute only if those caught stealing
refuse to "roll over" and become
paying customers.

Fouhy said most caugbt with il­
legal boxes or extra cable taps
concede their guilt and agree to
start paying for service.

Gaboury said Greater Media
employs a private detective who
tracks cases to homes suspected
of using illegal boxes or otherwise
tapping service without paying.

Fouby saId cable industry law·
yers are considering challenging
the legality of advertising illegal
decoders for sale because most
buyers equate such ads with legit·
imacy. But he said a previous le­
gal challenge was rejected on
First Amendment grounds cover­
ing free press.

Continental. the state's largest
cable lirm witb 500.000 customers
in 100 Massachusetts commu·
nities. filed suit in Brockton in De-

cember against 16 subscribers.
cbarging tbey illegally tampered
with equipment to receive premi­
um channels.

Cable officials said it was thl!
first time a Massachusetts cabll!
company sued so many residentia;l
cu~tomers at once.
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Police seize
unauthoriZed'
cable devices·
Sun Valley warehouse
among 6 sites raided
By Stephanie Brommer

. and Beth Laski
Daily News Staff Writers

SUN VALLEY - Police raided
a Sun Valley warehouse and five
other San Fernando Valley loca­
tions Monday, confiscating 50,000
unauthorized cable devices and de­
coders worth more than $4.5 mil­
lion.

No one was arrested in Monday's
raid, which came after a smaller
seizure in June and months of in­
vestigation into a suspected con­
spiracy to distribute and sell the
black boxes, said LAPD Lt. AI
Corella, with the burglary-auto
theft division.
-i'This was a very lucrative and

sophisticated operation," Corella
said of the Sun Valley warehouse.
"There's a lot of money tied up in
this place."

Police said the warehouse,
operating under different names,
shipped the devices nationwide.
Citing the investigation, police
would not reveal Monday who
operated the company or its current
name.

Local cable operators hailed the
:k ".

See CABLE I Back Page '-
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Valley cable operators hail seizures

Roger W. Vargo/Daily News

Los Angeles police seized 50,000 unauthorized cable devices at a warehouse in Sun Valley on Monday.

CABLE I From Page 1

seizure, saying that cable television
piracy costs the city of Los Angeles
money in lost revenues and creates
higher rates for customers because
of revenues lost by the cable firms.

The city's 13 cable companies
pay the city 5 percent of their gross
revenues. Officials estimate that
the city could lose as much as $3
million annually from cable pi­
rates.

"This is not a victimless crime."
Corella said "They are stealing
money from the cable companies
and tax dollars from the citizens of
I as Angeles."

Up to $4 million per year hav~

been lost by Cablevision Industries,
which serves 95,000 customers in
the west San Fernando Valley, said
Tom Belcher, president of the Los
Angeles Cable Operators Associa­
tion and general manager of Cable­
vision Industries Inc. of Chats­
worth.

Belcher estimated that betwe~n

10,000 and 15,000 people are using
the illegal devices in Cablevision's
service area.

"Hopefully it's the first seizure of
many. These unauthorized convert­
ers drive rates up," Belcher said.

Corella said the cable devices ­
like those seized Monday - sell for
between $200 and $400 and are of­
ten advertised for purchase in legit­
imate magazines.

Police seized 40,000 of the de­
vices and client records at a Sun
Valley warehouse at 8818 Bradley
Ave. About 10,000 more devices ­
and paperwork police hope will
lead to arrests - were seized at
0ther local ions.

l~ased at ~ach of the sites raided.
Corella said.

Police said the Sun Valle\' ware­
house was uscd primarily as"a \vork
station, where the cable boxes \Vere
converted to pick up unauthorized
cable stations. Corella said the
property seized would he destroyed
as contraband after thc case is com­
pkte.

In addition to the Ih:\dlev Av~­

IIUC search. warrants were scrved
.' .' '" ;" II-· "1 Iln

block of Sherman \Vav in North
Hollywood; the 8600 biock of Ca­
noga Avenue in Canoga Park; the
6400 block of Ellenview Avenue in
Woodland Hills; the 1400 hlock of
Titus Avenue in Van Nuys; the
5300 block of Derry Street in
Agoura Hills. and 10500 block of
Acacia Street in Rancho Cucamon­
ga.

Six people were charged last
week in connection with the June
raid. which nelted 10000 unauth-

oriled cable devices and decoders
worth roughly $1 million, Corel\~
said.

They face felony charges of con­
spiracy and violating or altering an
electric line, according to a District
i\ltorney's Office spokesman.

Corella said it was not clear
whether the same people charged in
the Irwindale raid were involved in
t\londay's acliviti~s.

Urticials said criminal prosecu­
tions involving cable services arc

ollen directed at pcopk \~ho make
money 1'1'0111 supplying the illegal
hookups, rather than the non-pay­
ing viewers.

Non-paying viewers can be
charged for theft of cable services
with a misdemeanor, punishable by
a $1,000 fine and a jail sentence.

"It's unfair for someone to get
the same service for free while the
people next door arc paying tor it,"
said Jim Lynch, general manager of
King Video Cable. which serves
30,000 customers in the northeast
San Fernando Valley. "We are very
seriuus about prosecli t ing people
who steal cable service."'

The two seizures this summer
"might make a dent"' in the piracy
problem, said Eddie Vasquez, gen­
eral manager of Valley Cable TV, a
San Fernando service serving 2,800
customers.

"It's a problem that's always go­
ing to be there," Vasquez said
Monday. "Our technology has to be
one step ahead of the guys stealing
the system. I hope the bust today
spreads lik~ wildfire to get other
people involved."

Workers at businesses and ware­
houses nearby the Sun Valley ware·
house said they had no idea wha1
kind of work was being done thert
because the gates were alway!
locked.

"We were surprised when we sa'"
all the police drive up today be
cause we never knew what they di,
in there," said Victor Alaniz, whe
works across the stn:et at Consoli
dator Fabricators. "All we knc\
was that something was vcr
wrong."
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L.A. police seized allegedly tampered-with decoding boxes.

Cable Boxes
Are Seized in
Massive Raid
• Sun Valley: Police say
the equipment, worth
millions ofdollars, is part
ofa fraud scheme.

By JOSH MEYER
TlMI!S STAff WRITER

Los Angeles police seized at
least 40,000 cable television de­
coding boxes Monday from a Sun
Valley warehouse and six other
locations, saying they were for
use in a massive conspiracy to
defraud cable companies out of
millions of doUars in fees.

The decoders found dUring a
surprise raid at the warehouse
and electronics laboratory in
Sunland alone were worth more

than $4.5 million on the market.
said police LL Al Corella.

Once hooked up to TV cables
and sets however. the decoder
boxes could enable cable custom­
ers to watch millions of dollars'
worth of pay channels such as
Home Box Office and Showtime

for free, as well as increasingly
popular pay-per-view concerts
and sporting events, Corella said.

Corella and other investigators
estimated that the boxes, if sold,
would allow buyers to receive
more than $100 million worth of.

Pi.... see CABLE,B3
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SeIZed boxes are stored in a police warehouse, where technicians try to figure out what to do with them.

CABLE: Equipment Is Seized in Warehouse

to,:.

Coad••M from 81
illegal services.

"It's the largest seizure of Its
kind that 1 can recall," said Lo8'
Angela police Lt John Dunkin.
He lIaid the potenUai "10lIIl!I to
cable compania are subatanUal:'

The boxes are designed for use
by customen who already sub­
SC1"ibe to a buic cable TV service.
They enable usen to receive ser­
vices they do not pay for, by
unaerambling the coded signaia­
airelldy present in the cable-that
ClUTY the costlier channels.

Police said customers pay any­
where from $100 for basic "pan­
cake" decoders to $400 for deluxe
models.

It is illegal to sell or use un­
scrambling boxa to watch pay TV
and pay-per-view events without
paying, lIaid Corella and Miehae.l C.
Bate8. a Continental Cableviaion
security director and a Loll Angeles
poiice consultant.
~ raided were five other Ioea­

tlonII in the San Fernando Valley
and one in Rancho Cucamonga in
San Bernardino County.

None of the two dozen or 10
workers at the warehouse at 8818
Bradley Ave. were arrellted Mon­
day, and police would not cliscUS8
whether they had any suspects or
whether arrests were imminent.

Members of a Loll Angeies Police
Department task force said their
lnvewgatlon into cable IlgDal theft
is continuing, and that the MOIIday
seisureI martled the lecond IUC­
ee-ful crackdown on cable pirates
In four months. . '"

In June, authorities raidecl' a
Imal1er warehouse in IrwtndaIe
and leiJed 10.000 allegedly illegal
deYteeI worth an estlIIWed $I
million. Last week. liz people were
c.....1n that_In LoI.tDpJeI

Superior Court with conspiracy to control over who eventually uses
commit cable fraud. a felony. ae- them.
cording to Corella, head of the task Police wouid not comment on
force from the LAPD Burglary whether they thought Prevost
SpecIal Section. played any role in suspected illegal

Other iocatlon. raided were. activities.
13149B Sherman Way. North Hoi- InVl!ltigators at the site also
Iywood; 8607 Canoga Ave., Canoga conceded that cable piracy laws
Parlt; 6447 Ellen View Ave.. are'confUSIng and complex at beat.
Woodland Hills. 104621 Titus St.. But they Said there were clear
Van Nu)'l; 6312L Derry St.. Agoura signs of illegal activity at the
HIlls. and 10572 Acacua St. Rancho warehouse. includilllJ evidence of
Cucamonga. tampering with legal equipment to

But police laid the Sunland reprogram it.
warehouse. an unobtrusive struc- In this case. unidentified sus-
ture In a busy industrial ares, was peets would buy legal cable boxea.
the primary location for a sophi8U- change the electronics so the boxea
cated. nationwide cable fraud ring. can unscramble the scrambled sig-

Throughout the day. police in- nals sent out by cabie firms. and
vest1gators and cable television then sell them on the retail market,
officials. working as their consult- said CoreHa.
anti, taI1ied up the seized decoding Police lIaid it is hard to proeecute
bales and carted them off to a cable fraud C8Sl!l because many
poUce warehouse in moving com- cable customers buy the decoder
pany trueD. Also leized were boxea from ads in magazina and
workbenches used to install un- don't even know they're breaking
scrambling devices in the cable the law by decoding pay-per.view
bales. aceord1ng to Corella. cable signals and not paying for

By day'l end. however. they had them. In addition. Corella said.
made little progress In clearing out authorities are hesitant to arrest
the· supplies from the warehouse employees. such as those found
andadjacentiaboratory. working at the Sunland location.

William PrevOllt. 25, also spent unless they can prove the employ-
the day wandering the massive eel! knew they were engaged in
structure. grumbling about the sei- illegal activitiell.
zure of the equipment. • Police will now comb the finan-

As head of the Gage Systems clal records seized Monday to de-
company. which leases the ware- termlne who, if anyone. will be
h_.PrlmIet Iaicl he was only arrested. he lIaid. .
matinI and seWnB the same kind In addItion to lost revenue for
of cable televillon boDs that can cable companies. cable theft results
be, leg.Uy bought at Itores InllOtential multimillion-dollar
t.hftlulJhout the country. He laid I~ to clUes such as Los Angeles.
th_ is no law against changing beeause cable operators pay the·
the boDs 10 they can unscramble city a fee of 5% of IJI'OIIlI receipts.
cable telt\'ialon Iigna1a, as lolllJ as "u we don't reaIlse the revenuea.
the euatamer pa,p for thole q_ w.·-don't pay the ·city for'.thoIe..
na& aDd be IBid he only IeI1a the ~~ 1aId.,Bon Cooper; of
equtpmlat to ntaIiIN aDdllu no 4; ConthMmtal CabJeviIioD. .... .. . _: =- I
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Ventura County

Ron SmiUlburger 0' CVI cableYlSiOn finds an illegal hOOlWp m Northridge.

Stalking
Cable Pirates
Local companies crack down on a
costly form of theft. PAGE4
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Billionaire David
Murdock holds an
open house. PAGE 3

STOCK MARKET

.A majority of regional
stocks decline in 3rd
quarter. PAGE 10



To Catch a
Cable Thief
• Television: Bootleg hookups have cost local
operators millions ofdollars. They are hoping
stronger enforcement will slow piracy.

By PATRICE APODACA
TIMES STAFF WRITER

I
t's a hot sep.tember day and
the cable patrol is on the
prowl. hunung down pirates
who steal the signals that

are the lifeblood of cable com­
parnes.

Ron Smithburger, supervisor
of CVI CableVlsion Industries'
audit department-whose job is
to catch cable thieves-meets an
auditor at an apartment building
in a Van Nuys neighborhood
notorious for its high level of
cable theft. A qwck inventory of
the four cable boxes on the out­
side walls reveata that 18 of its 32
units are reeesving. signals ille­
gally.

The auditor, Mark Smith. un­
plugs the unauthorized hookups
and seals the ends of the cables
with "temunator" traps-thumb­
sized meta! devices that bloc:.k the
signals. When the job is done.
Smith smiles. "!l's been a calm
day," he says. On other days,
"I've had people threaten to shoot
me:'

As the cable industry braces
for the pOSSIbility that Congress
will ovemde President Bush's
veto of a cable-rate regulation
bill. compames face another
daunting and pOSSIbly more cost­
ly problem: the Widespread theft
ofservtce.

The National Cable Television
Assn. (NcrA), a Wuhington­
based trade group. says that na­
tionally cable pirates steal ser­
vices worth more than S3 billion a
year. Local cable operators esu­
mate that anywhere from 3% to
15% of homes 10 their area
receive signals illegally, cOSting
them up to several million dollars

annually in lost revenues and
untold additionai costs assoctated
with tracking offenders. replac­
ing damaged eqwpment and try­
ing to prevent abuses.

Yet efforts to thwart cable
piracy have fallen short. Hun­
dreds of cases involving signal
theft and the sale of illega! de­
coding boxes have been success­
fully prosecuted. but few have
resulted in long prison sentences.
Beleaguered prosecutors and po­
lice-more motivated. under·
staDdably, to punae murderers,
rapists and drug pushers-are
hard-pressed for time to chase
cable crooks.

Among local companies. CVI In
Chatsworth has been one of the
I110It aggressive in fighting cable
theft. It has folD' full-time aUdi­
tors Who continually check cable·
lines for illegal hookups. They
climb utility poles and search
boxes in aparunent buildings and
underground vaUlts. Recently
CVI nwled pamphlets to homes
in its area warning that cable
theflls a crime punishable by up
to a year in jail and a SI.000 flOe.

But the reality is that CVI, like
most operators 10 the region. has
never brought a cable-theft case
to trial.

Cable companies have been
largely unsuccessful in cracking
down on theft in part because
illegal "black boxes" are widely
available and sell for as litUe as
$100. These decoders allow users
to subscribe to a basic cable-TV
package and reeesve pay-for­
view and premium cable chan­
ne!sfree

Jim Allen. director of the
NCTA's office of cable-Signal
theft. says that distributors - of
black boxes have told him that
the business was "better than

drugs. It doesn't have the VIO­

lence, and the penalties weren't
as great."

N onetheless,locaJ cable opere
ators say they are getting

senous about fighting Plfacy, be­
catme cable's fast growth of years
past has IIQwed. They are mv~-
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CVI auditors Mark Smith, on ladder, and Ron Smlthburger at work.

'It's funny to me that people would never go to
McDonald's and sneak a hamburger off the rack,

but they hook themselves up to cable illegally and
they think It's OK.'

Spreading the word: Above, a
nottce left at an audited
apartment. Below, a direct-mail
ftyer warns of legal penalties.

ROLANDO arERO I Los AnpiII Timn

ing in educational campaigns.
pW'llWDg convictions for repeat
offenders and installing new
equipment and technology that's
tougher for thieves to crack. "We
are going after everyone that has
unauthorized service or distrib ..
utes unauthorizedprod~ says
Bob Helmuth. CVfs vice presJ-

dent of marketing.
It won't be easy. Signal theft is

pervasive and difficult to detect.
, and cable outlaws themselves are
'using increasmgly sophisticated
technc.iogy. "Any kind of encod­

i ing or encryption device that man
:can conCeIve of. someone else can
defeat." says Paul Radefeld. gen­
eral manager of Falcon Cable TV.
which serves parts of Agoura
Hills and Calabasas.

In recent years. cable theft has
evolved from penny-ante oper­
ations into big business. with
boiler rooms and warehouses
filled with black-market equip­
ment. Some even accept credit
cards. The deVices are sold
through a variety of means. in­
cluding swap meets and ads taken

, in' ~lectromcs and video maga­
zin(!S that gIV2' 800 !lumbers and
usually contain such d~bious dis-


